Chapter a | 


Betrayed by Bodies 


MEd: There’s the difference—there’s tons of butch dykes who could so 
far tell you almost the exact same story. | finally decided what it is. 
It’s that butch dykes are comfortable enough with female parts 
and FTMs cannot have that. They would rather die or do some- 


thing drastic or get help. 


In these comments, Ed makes a distinction between himself and 
butch women based on the specific discomfort he experiences with his 
female body. Like other FTMs in this study, Ed explains that there are 
real and empirical differences between FTMs and lesbians—these dif- 
ferences are historically constant and positive. From their perspective, 
the experiences of comfort or discomfort with one’s body, especially 
one’s gendered parts, differentiate these identities. 

Ed assumes that even very butch women are more comfortable in 
their bodies than he is in his. Some butches, especially those who came 
out before the lesbian-feminist revolution, contest this assumption. 
Anthropologists like Gayle Rubin and Esther Newton suggest that 
butches share many predilections and dilemmas with FTMs, includ- 
ing a preference for male names, pronouns, and clothes including un- 
dergarments; great discomfort with their bodies; and related difficul- 
ties in their sexual lives.! These scholars theorize a continuum between 
FTMs and butches. In this usage, “butch” is a noun. 
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Against this continuum thesis, most of the FI'Ms in this study see 
themselves as distinctly different from butches. They signify this by 
calling lesbians “butch women.” In their lexicon, “butch” is an adjec- 
tive that modifies the noun “woman.” Ed hesitates when telling me 
that he “finally decided what it is” that distinguishes him from butch 
women. It has taken him some time to come up with something that 
he feels answers the question with certainty. Ed’s criterion is the one 
most FTMs in this study prefer: the tension he felt between his body 
image and his material body. His male body image came into conflict 
with his anatomy and with how others interacted with him. It is not 
enough for him to pass as a man in the world or be able to do the 
things that men do. Ed locates the difference between himself and 
other females, especially butch women, in his body. 

FTM difference claims are unsurprising if we consider them in 
light of the history of chapters one and two. By articulating a differ- 
ence between themselves and lesbians, these FTMs are drawing on a 
discourse that has successfully obtained desired medical procedures in 
the past. FTMs today make these same claims though it is less difficult 
to convince physicians to treat them. These claims about their bodies 
are, therefore, not just means for dealing with physicians; they also 
provide meaning to their enigmatic lives. Each FTM in this study felt 
a need to construct a biography that legitimates his seemingly strange 
life choice. That choice has to make sense to him as the only rational 
thing to do in such circumstances. 

The history of becoming treatable bodies is echoed in the words of 
the FTMs who speak here about their bodies during childhood and 
adolescence. Their comments reveal their experiences of betrayal by 
their bodies. They also demonstrate how their perception of difference 
from lesbian women establishes them as treatable subjects. FTMs frame 
adolescence as a persistent conflict between their male body images 
and their feminizing material bodies. This tension between body im- 
age and material body points to the general importance of bodies to a 
sense of self. 

FTMs describe adolescence as an extraordinarily difficult time of 
life when they risked and often lost their senses of themselves. They 
divide their lives into two halves: a “before” and “after” puberty. After 
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puberty, as the process of sexual development took over their bodies, 
they felt simultaneously disembodied and acutely aware of their bod- 
ies. They become, in the words of one FTM, “social zeros.” 

In adolescence, these men used their experiences of disembodied 
awareness to reinforce their sense of difference from others with fe- 
male bodies. This difference helped them consolidate their identities 
as (transsexual) men. They claim that their experiences of puberty were 
uniquely different, either quantitatively more painful or qualitatively 
different in kind, than that of most other adolescents. By positing that 
difference in their changing bodies, they provide a logical reason for 
modifying those bodies. 

Although some may suggest that such difference claims are not 
empirically valid and that all teens experience this kind of distress, the 
experience and the claims of such difference are what is important 
here. Whether this difference can be proven empirically is less impor- 
tant in this context. The experience of difference is one way that these 
men determined the direction, and interpret the meaning, of their lives. 
By anchoring this difference in their bodies, as Ed does in the quote 
that opened this chapter, they could legitimate their transitions from 
female to male. 


Body and Self 


Jake: After | got [breasts], and in order to fight off the glances of the 
boys, | made myself as invisible as | could, which is why | never 
made friends in school. | totally became a nothing almost. It really 
angered me if the boys gave attention to me because | know they 
weren't giving it to me. 

Henry: What were they giving it to? 

Jake: The breasts. [laughs] Or some illusion or this new outfit. A 
physical outfit. This thing that glued on me. It was no longer me 


the way | liked it and it’s not the way | wanted it. 


All of the confusion, fear, and wonderment of puberty was com- 
plicated for Jake, as it was for other FTMs, by the secret knowledge 
that he was not a girl or a woman. Jake, a gay man who has always 
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been attracted to males, characterized his adolescence as lonely, mostly 
due to his lack of place within the gendered world of junior high and 
high school. He became a “nothing.” Jake looks back on the new sexual 
attention he received from his pals with frustration, not pleasure, be- 
cause the boys no longer recognized him as one of them. As his body 
developed the cultural signs of womanhood, he became increasingly 
aware that he identified as a boy on the verge of manhood. He was not 
the only female-bodied person to grow uncomfortable with the sexual 
attention given to breasts, but Jake found this attention difficult to 
receive because it meant that he was no longer able to socialize with 
others on his own terms. The problem, he says, was not exactly that he 
was treated as a sex object by his neighborhood chums. Instead, it was 
his sense of complete misrecognition based on physical cues that are 
culturally identified with womanhood. 

For Jake and for most of the guys in this study, puberty marked 
the first significant “before” and “after” of their young lives. Before 
puberty, while their bodies still cooperated with their identities, they 
were able to convince themselves and others that they were, or at least 
were like, boys. As their bodies began to look significantly different 
from other boys, they had more and more difficulty being recognized 
for their true male selves. It became increasingly difficult to sustain a 
male identity as their bodies began to resemble the bodies of adult 
women. Breasts made it impossible to deny that they were female- 
bodied. Before puberty, when their bodies were unencumbered with 
breasts, they were able to ignore, hide, or minimize the few physical 
signs, like genitalia, that marked them as female. Relative to adoles- 
cent bodies, the bodies of children are less identifiably sexed. Girls’ 
and boys’ bodies are more similar than the pubescent or fully devel- 
oped bodies of women and men. This is especially true with regard to 
breasts, which are the most visibly gendered features of the mature 
human body. This relative lack of sex markings on the bodies of chil- 
dren made it possible for the FTMs to see themselves as boys. 

Many of the participants say that before puberty they simply knew 
that they were boys. Others remember only a persistent sense of differ- 
ence that had no name. While the former group was clearly beyond 
the borders of normal female-bodied subjectivity, this latter group re- 
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mained just on the border of the socially prescribed roles for girls in 
Western culture. As youths, many of them inhabited the ambivalent 
position of tomboys.” Texas Tomboy appropriated that moniker when 
he got older, but it had always been a part of who he was. 


| liked being referred to as a tomboy growing up. But | always played 
with the boys and rode BMX and built ramps and | was the only girl in 
my neighborhood that liked to play like that. | remember wishing | 
could wear boy’s underwear. | would be really persistent. | don’t know 


what my arguments at seven years old were, but | got my way. 


Texas is still persistent. He is a video artist, a part-time hustler, and a 
short guy who “always exceeded people’s expectations. . . with strength 
and intelligence.” Texas's attitude represents one FTM’s response to 
being called a tomboy. For him and those who responded similarly to 
the term, “tomboy” was an adequate label for who they were and what 
they liked to do in their childhood. For a short time, it gave them a 
place in the social order. They were different from most girls, but their 
sense of that difference could be explained in the deviant identity of 
the tomboy. 

The tomboy identity comes with an implicit normative expecta- 
tions that the child will grow out of it. Tomboys who do not grow out 
of their tomboy preferences are stigmatized. Many female-bodied in- 
dividuals do grow out of their tomboy stages and become unproblem- 
atically identified as feminine women. In addition, women athletes are 
more acceptable today, so even very athletic females are tolerated. Other 
tomboys grow up to identify as gay women or lesbians. Some FT'Ms 
called themselves tomboys until it became apparent that they were 
expected to grow out of it. 

Other men in this study immediately grasped the normative as- 
sumptions behind the minimal tolerance granted to tomboys, knew 
that their experiences were more than a phase, and felt patronized by 
the tomboy label. They understood that a tomboy is a girl who is likea 
boy, whereas they knew themselves to be boys. Jack and Wolfie both 
express their dissatisfaction with the tomboy label. They each feel that 
the tomboy label undermined their sense of difference from girls and 
trivialized their sense of themselves. 
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Jack: | wasn’t a tomboy. | was a boy. | would rather just be called a girl 
than to be called a tomboy. Because that’s totally dismissing. That’s 
acknowledging what I’m doing, but saying it’s a phase and I’m go- 


ing to grow out of it. 


Wolfie: | was very conscious of patronizing attitudes towards chil- 


dren and that was one part of it. A tomboy is like a “boyette.” 


These men were more isolated almost from the beginning of their lives. 
Their way of being in the world was completely unrecognizable to 
others. They resisted the tomboy label because they did not want to be 
mistaken for girls, but by refusing this label, they completely cut them- 
selves off from the social order. 

The non-tomboy FTMs classify FTM tomboys as “secondary trans- 
sexuals,” whereas they see themselves as “primary transsexuals.” For 
this group, the early recognition that they were not girls of any sort 
is an unequivocal sign of transsexual identification. (Likewise, the 
FTMs who never had lesbian careers think of themselves as “primary” 
and those with lesbian careers as “secondary” transsexuals.) The non- 
tomboys express an absolute discomfort with their female bodies. The 
tomboys struggle longer to become certain that they are men. Another 
small group in this study was not tomboy-identified and was more 
comfortable doing activities that the culture associates with girls, such 
as doll play and house play. Looking back, these men identify with 
other “sissy boys” and feel sure that many of their childhood and ado- 
lescent boyfriends and pals turned out to be gay men like themselves. 
Under the cover of heterosexual normativity, their behavior as “sissy 
boys” looked like normal femininity to others. This “normal” female 
behavior did not mean, however, that they were girls, at least not in 
their own minds. They report that they felt like they were boys grow- 
ing up, but they were not interested in culturally hegemonic activities 
of “normal” boys. 

Before puberty, the guys had disregarded or actively ignored what 
few markings indicated the sex of their bodies and identified them- 
selves in one of three ways: (1) they were boys (with bodies that ap- 
proximated the bodies of other boys) who liked to do typically boy 
activities, (2) they were tomboys who felt a distinct, yet not quite defin- 
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able, difference from others with female bodies, or (3) they were boys 
who, because of their preference for activities associated with girls, 
evoked little suspicion from others although they knew themselves to 
be different from girls. The first group was more stigmatized than the 
other two and suffered deeper social consequences for their refusal to 
conform to the identities their bodies were assigning them. The sec- 
ond group had a temporary place in the cultural landscape of child- 
hood, but it was a place that eventually evaporated as they matured. 
Finally, a twist of cultural logic gave the men in the third group a 
hiding place that aroused few suspicions, but made their path after 
puberty particularly misunderstood by others—if “she” liked doing 
“girly” activities and preferred men as sexual partners, why change “her” 
sex? 

Once their bodies developed female features, all of them were forced 
to realize that they were unlike the boys they had considered their 
natural cohorts. The bodies they inhabited disfigured their essential 
male selves.* They were faced with a choice of maintaining their male 
identities at great risk of social stigma or “going underground” and 
playing the role dictated by their female bodies. After puberty, the 
social difficulties they had experienced increased exponentially as their 
bodies changed from relatively ungendered and asexual into female 
bodies. Three things—menarche, breast development, and hair 
growth—made them physically uncomfortable and socially alienated. 


Menarche 


Most female-bodied people can point to the onset of menses as a physical 
threshold that marks one as a grown woman. The capacity to fulfill the 
childbearing role remains the physical and hegemonic criterion for adult 
womanhood. For FTMs like Ed, this benchmark of adult female sta- 
tus was greeted with gritted teeth. 


| remember the next day going to school and telling someone and this 
girl was like, “Isn’t it great?” and I’m worried about it and | felt very 


ashamed that | was not happy at all. 


Ed wants to distinguish himself from the typical transsexual portrayed 
on television talk shows, describing himself as “any other long-haired, 
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some facial hair, black T-shirt guy.” In the story that he tells of his first 
menstruation, he emphasizes the difference between his female friend’s 
response and his own. This difference is one piece of evidence that Ed 
assembles to legitimate his male identity. 

Shadow was born in South Dakota, which is the home of the Santee 
Sioux and the Lakota Sioux Native American tribes. He was given his 
name in a ritual by a Native American man, an older friend, because it 
captured the sense that he was a part of both the light and the dark. As 
he grew up and assumed this name, he began to frame his shadowy 
existence as a conflict between his body image and his material body. 


My belief about my process growing up is that what | was going through 
during puberty was estrogen poisoning. | will swear by that now that 
I’ve started the testosterone. The way | functioned in life was taken 
from a point of anger. In my early twenties the violent rages were 


frequent. I’d say like once a month. Imagine that. [laughs] 


This is an emphatic statement of the difference between a young girl 
who is approaching maturity with ordinary discomfort and a trans- 
sexual man as he endures his menstrual cycle. 

Like several of the guys in this study, Shadow ties his body alien- 
ation to his angry and violent youth. For him, the body became his 
“first clue” in his search for a way to make sense of his dilemma. Most 
of the other men understand this kind of anger as a social reaction to a 
difficult situation, but Shadow believes that estrogen poisoning caused 
his violent outbursts. Shadow’s story of estrogen poisoning counters 
to the hegemonic cultural belief that testosterone is the likeliest cause 
of male rage. He does not claim that estrogens, in and of themselves, 
are poisonous. Rather, he explains his rage as an incompatibility be- 
tween his body image and his female endocrinology. Shadow recalls 
visiting doctors and becoming frustrated with their inability to fix the 
problem. 


Going to different doctors and [hearing], “Sorry dear, you’re a healthy, 
young female. Just growing up. This’ll pass. It’s just what women have 
to go through.” Bullshit! | don’t care what you say, this is not normal. 
Then my other female friends are going through this. | knew there was 


something different going on. 
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Like the others, Shadow also used the experiences of the girls around 
him to sharpen his own self-understanding. These guys went through 
the normal body changes that are part of female adolescence.* How- 
ever, they insist that their responses went far beyond ordinary teenage 
angst from the rapid and uncontrollable physical changes. Texas de- 
scribes it as “a tragedy.” James recalls becoming embarrassed of the 
body he had previously loved because “it could do great things.” Francis 
remembers a loss of self-confidence, crying a lot, and becoming acutely 
self-conscious. Dani calls it “a shocking experience . . . mind-boggling.” 

For many of the FTMs in this study, the experience of starting to 
menstruate brought on intense shame and embarrassment. Several of 
them, like Julian, say that their shame resulted in an extended silence 
that isolated them. 


It felt like something so private and so humiliating and so shameful and 
| already was very private and secretive. Not for a second did it occur 
to me to go tell the gym teacher, certainly not my mother, certainly 
not a peer. ... 1 don’t even know if | could’ve said the word at that 


time. | don’t know if | could’ve even said “period.” 


Not telling anyone about their first periods and not using sex-specific 
language to refer to themselves were last-ditch attempts to maintain 
their bodies as they were “before.” By choosing to conceal the start of 
menses, these female-bodied people willfully refused to situate them- 
selves linguistically as women. Partly as a reaction of disgust and shame, 
partly as a strategy of resignifying the material body, these men took 
care not to acknowledge their material bodies. 

Their unwillingness to use language that refers to female bodies 
and female processes demonstrates the extent of their discomfort. One 
important strategy they deploy for preserving their sense of self is the 
use of euphemistic and indeterminate language to specify body parts 
that are abhorrent to them. They almost always use articles, rather 
than possessive pronouns, to refer to their female body parts. These 
body parts have become independent agents acting in defiance of the 
disembodied self. Such threats are linguistically neutralized and effaced 
via grammar. 

As Julian notes, this kind of failure to acknowledge one’s body 
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required persistent monitoring of that body and the deployment of 
multiple strategies for maintaining one’s gender identity. 


| dealt with it by using these wadded up toilet paper things and of 
course, this was something else for my brain to monitor. It lasted about 
four to five days, every night | would go to bed and | remember just 
saying over and over again to myself like a mantra, “three more days, 
three more days.” | would say “three” in all the languages that | knew 
how to say “three” in. That’s all | could see. That was the focus of my 
life, getting through the days, until my period ended for that month. 
Sometimes | would take a pad or two from my mother if | thought | 
could get away with it. Or I’d use my lunch money to buy a pad in the 
locker room, in the girl’s locker room, but I'd only do it after school so 


that no one would see me buying it. 


Julian goes on to describe the inevitable problems that resulted from 
his “primitive methods” and the elaborate cleaning rituals he engaged 
in so that nobody would discover his secret. Though he remembers all 
of this, he recalls being unclear about what he was doing and why. 

The initial arrival of that “dreaded visitor” made other guys aware, 
sometimes for the first time in their lives, that they were not the boys 
they thought they were. Francis explains: 


| mean | didn’t think about it consciously, “Oh, | wish | was a boy” or “1 
wish | had a penis.” It was just less conscious. It was just | knew who | 
was. No problem with that. And then one day, right around when | 
was having my first period, | realized that | wasn’t. It was kind of sad. 


[voice drops to a whisper] 


In these memories, Francis recalls a time “before” when he had no 
problems and he knew who he was. The FT'Ms in this study likened 
this unawareness during their childhoods to the unawareness of non- 
transsexual boys who are at ease with their bodies. The word “carefree” 
comes to mind when listening to their childhood stories. 

Many of the guys in this study remember this easy existence and 
frame their puberty as an interruption of it. Though several of them 
think that it would be nearly impossible to recapture the unconscious 
ease of being their gender, they characterize their transsexual transi- 
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tions as a return to that interrupted developmental age and a new chance 
to grow up. Others say that their transsexual transitions promote the 
sense of ease in their genders that non-transsexual men have, to the 
point where they no longer consider themselves to be transsexuals. 

If menstruation stands out as the mark of womanhood, then it 
comes as no surprise that these men regarded it with suspicion, hostil- 
ity, anxiety, and frustration. Some stubbornly refused to allow the 
material body to define them. For many others, this foreign body con- 
vinced them to try to live for a time as women. Those who attempted 
to do so claim that they were unable to perform femininity adequately 
and suffered through long periods of depression. Some report an in- 
ability to recall whole segments of their lives, suggesting that they with- 
drew from the world in order to preserve their identities. Several say 
that they chose to isolate themselves from others as a way of asserting 
themselves and preventing others from treating them in ways that of- 
fended their sense of self. 


Breasts 


James: | was embarrassed by my breasts. | tried to cover them up a 
lot. My posture was bad as a result. It was just difficult sometimes 


to acknowledge my body. 


A writer and an executive, James tells me that he transitioned so that 
he could finally grow up. James’s anguish came from the difficulty he 
had seeing himself in a body with breasts. Some FTMs on the brink of 
transition prioritize their breasts as the most important aspect of their 
appearance that they would change. The chest is the body part most 
likely to block them from living full lives. It inhibits them from living 
full-time as men and causes the most discomfort when they look in the 
mirror. Some start binding breasts from their first appearance and oth- 
ers take up the practice as they age and become more distraught. The 
men bind the breasts down using everything from control-top nylons 
with the legs cut out to ace bandages, even duct tape and specially 
made jerseys. A few choose not to bind because it is too ungainly or 
too hard to breathe. Another strategy for minimizing the conflict be- 
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tween the body image and the material body is to wear two or more 
shirts, even on the hottest of days. 

By some accounts, breast size could be a relevant factor in deter- 
mining who can live with their female parts and who cannot. Others 
said that size made little difference to them. The simple fact of the 
existence of the breasts was unbearable to most of the men in this 
study. During adolescence, Texas recalls, he had such a strong antipa- 
thy to the mere idea of the breasts that he believes he influenced his 
development. 


My mom told me because she had really huge breasts in high school 
that | would, too. | really feel like | willed them away. | really didn’t 
want that. | don’t know, it was really hard. | really didn’t like going 


through puberty at all. [close to tears] 


Others, like Francis, who never developed or who developed later, re- 
port wanting breasts and being envious of the larger girls around them. 
Their typical explanation for this contradictory desire was a wish to be 
“normal.” Having breasts would confirm their femaleness and magi- 
cally eliminate those “abnormal” thoughts about being a guy. These 
guys seem to feel that their wishes backfired, and at least one man 
suggests that all that wishing got stored up in his body, eventually 
producing large breasts. These wishful refusals provided the strength 
to sustain a transsexual man’s sense of his essential self while his body 
was betraying him. As with menstruation, the FTMs felt that their 
responses to the development of breasts were anomalous compared to 
the experiences of the young women who were assumed to be their 
cohorts. 

This perceived difference contributed to their isolation. Jack re- 
calls the feeling of not being accepted for who he was. 


They loved to have someone to pick on and | happened to be that 
person. Thank God for my mother. Every once in awhile I'd go, “I just 
don’t want to go to school today.” “Okay.” It was so horrible. You act 
like a boy, you isolate yourself from the whole world. Boys don’t ac- 
cept you and girls don’t accept you. They'd often walk by in their groups 
and yell stuff. A lot of things were, “You’re so ugly” and being picked 
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last at gym. Or nobody would call me. That’s just the worst feeling in 


the whole world. 


By falling in line, these guys could reduce the stigma that they faced, 
though at a huge cost to their subjective sense of self. Wolfie, like many 
in this study, expresses the feeling that he was faced with a choice be- 
tween staying committed to his body image and subjectivity but being 
alone, or capitulating to social pressures and the materialist compul- 
sion to become the woman that his body dictated he should be. 


Either you have a chance at a relationship with somebody and go along 
with whatever the prevailing dress and behavioral ideal is or you don’t. 
Sort of a choice between being uncomfortable in yourself or having 


other people make you feel uncomfortable. 


Either way, they feel that adolescence brought on these choices be- 
cause of the changes in their material bodies that failed to represent 
their subjectivity adequately. 

Several men tell stories that narrate their resistance to their treach- 
erous bodies or the social conventions associated with those bodies. 
John recalls: 


My mom went into the section, | kept wandering off. She kept drag- 
ging me back there. The saleslady comes up and she’s like, “Raise your 
arms up.” | said “no” three times; finally | did ‘cause | decided I'd let 
mom buy it and I’d never wear it. | actually wore it to school the day 
of the test and watched all the other girls take their shirts off and took 
a good look [laughs] and then refused. | never got the scoliosis test. | 
got in trouble. That’s the only time that thing ever touched my body. 


Ever. 


John refuses even now to concede that he went into a lingerie depart- 
ment. He will say “the section,” but a heterosexual man in his social 
location would not say he had been in a store looking at women’s un- 
derwear with his mother. He refused the saleswoman’s attempts to put 
the garment on his body three times. Conceding to take it home was a 
passive move that allowed him to defer wearing it. The single time that 
he wore a bra became an adolescent locker-room escapade, a covert 
kind of panty-raid that allowed John to exercise his heterosexual, mas- 
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culine desires for the girls in his cohort. Instead of a story of joy at this 
event, or even a certain modest embarrassment that a non-transsexual 
child might express, John’s tells of maintaining his male gender iden- 
tity despite outside attempts to discipline his body. In fact, the hetero- 
sexual masculinity of this story helps him to consolidate his gender 
identity. 

These offending body parts contributed to a chronic state of mind 
that is difficult to imagine. Gregg says he oscillated relentlessly be- 
tween a constant awareness and a disembodied feeling toward his body. 
It was as if two radio waves were trying to come in through the same 
position on the dial. 


You end up basically just seeing yourself from the neck up. You don’t 
even want to look at the rest of your body. You feel detached from 


your body. It’s just your head going through life. 


These teenagers now had a perpetual stream of sex and gender to moni- 
tor while unable to fully inhabit either their bodies or the social world.’ 

These experiences confirm the idea that we have a body image, an 
embodied sense of our selves that may not coincide with the material 
body itself. “Agnosia” is the term used by phenomenologist Merleau- 
Ponty to designate the condition of a reverse “phantom limb.” Agnosia 
is “the nonrecognition of a body part that should occupy a position 
within the body image” (Grosz 1994, 89). FTMs become disembod- 
ied selves who refuse to recognize their breasts. Transsexual men per- 
petually monitor their breasts because their flesh does not coincide 
with their body image. Agnosia, in this sense, is an assertion of a self 
rather than a delusional condition. 

After having had their chests reconstructed, many of the guys re- 
port that they could not remember what their bodies looked or felt 
like before the procedure. They say that this effect occurs within weeks 
of the surgery. This observation shows that their bodies now conform 
to their body image and their sense of self.° No longer agnosic, FTMs 
in this study feel as if they are now “tuned into one station.” The align- 
ment of body image and material body restores, to some degree, the 
carefree embodiment that characterized their youth. 

A few of the guys noted that their disembodied awareness shifted 
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after chest reconstruction to other, less obviously gendered body parts 
like hips and buttocks, as they began to be able to inhabit the upper 
halves of their bodies. Some report an increased desire for penis recon- 
struction after their chest surgeries, or increased frustration with the 
limitations of phalloplasty and other surgeries for penis reconstruc- 
tion. These desires and frustrations indicate that the physical body 
remains, to some degree, out of sync with the body image and that a 
disembodied awareness may continue to structure their lives. 


Hair Growth 


Though it stands out to a lesser degree than the other two signs of 
female embodiment, patterns of body hair are a significant marker of 
gender in this culture. While breast development and menstruation 
are strongly resistant, though not impervious, to willful manipulation, 
hair patterns are a quality of gender expression that is more easily modi- 
fiable. Hair is 


almost always groomed, prepared, cut, concealed and generally 
“worked upon” by human hands. Such practices socialize hair, making 
it the medium of significant “statements” about self and society and 
the codes of value that bind them or don’t (Mercer 1990, 248-49). 


Unlike their breasts and their periods, these FTMs could and did modify 
their hair as a means of self-expression during adolescence. Creatively 
marshalling their resources, they asserted themselves through what- 
ever means were available. 

Hair length and style are important indicators of self. In his drug- 
addicted youth, when he was in the deepest withdrawal from the world, 
Matt had the standard feathered look of a teenage girl in the 1970s. In 
his late teens, after he came out as a lesbian, Matt took on the cutting- 
edge, defiant flat top style that signified his young, white, urban rebel- 
liousness. Ed chose a severe, short hairstyle to emphasize his toughness 
and masculinity at the very moment when his body was becoming the 
most female. He explains, “Back then I wanted shorter hair especially, 
probably because I had a female body and I wanted to like take away 
[from that] as much as possible.” In his childhood, Ed, like many of 
the other guys, was forbidden to cut his hair, which predisposed him 
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to wanting it short, though he now prefers it long to show that he is a 
metal-head rocker or to signal his Native American heritage. 

The men would often capitulate to social expectations about the 
female-bodied, working on their hair to look like the young women 
they were assumed to be. James remembers: 


My mother was ashamed of the hair that | had. She made me bleach 
the hair on my upper lip. She made me very self-conscious about my 
arms ... so that | would never wear short-sleeved shirts. | also had 
trouble with girls. “Well, you’d be so much prettier.” Sometimes | would 
actually give in. It was horrible. | wanted them to be my friends. | 
thought maybe they were right. Maybe if they did my hair it would all 
be straightened out. 


While John’s story about the time his mother bought him a bra is full 
of resistance, James’s is more common. Standards of beauty were mo- 
bilized by others for the purpose of disciplining them. Their shame at 
being called ugly or being offered more subtle criticisms of their ap- 
pearances led to self-doubt and attempts to fit in, make friends, and 
appease their mothers. Though some managed to approximate the 
behavior, mannerisms, and attitudes culturally associated with female 
bodies, they say that this always felt like a performance to them and 
that they were “passing” as women. This performance allowed them to 
participate in social life, to be accepted among friends and family, and 
to have important relationships. Nonetheless, it felt inauthentic. 


Betrayal 


It became apparent to James and the other men that things would not 
be “straightened out” by a hairdo, a purse, or learning to walk “right.” 
Every one of them express the same sentiment about their bodies dur- 
ing their adolescence. Universally, each man felt betrayed by his defi- 
ant physical body. Prior to puberty, their bodies had not troubled them 
in quite this way. Though their pre-pubescent bodies were never par- 
ticularly useful when it came to communicating who they really were 
inside, they had not been the cause of the extreme agnosic response 
that puberty generated. With the onset of menses and the develop- 
ment of breasts and female patterns of hair growth, these men were 
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faced with bodies that were actively betraying them. James remem- 
bers: 


| was always very physical as a child and very much enjoyed my body. 
My body betrayed me when | was an adolescent and | grew embar- 
rassed by my body. | eventually became embarrassed by almost 


anybody’s body. 


This comment, typical among the men in the study, indicates that the 
alienation James experienced was not due to stereotypical notions about 
what a woman’s or a man’s body could do. It was due to his embarrass- 
ment and discomfort at what his own body had become. Others in the 
study suggest that the betrayal was similar to that which a “normal” 
boy would experience if his body suddenly sprouted breasts or if he 
began bleeding through his genitals. 

What are the guys implying when they characterize their female 
development as “betrayal”? Treason is a violation of an internal alle- 
giance, to king, country, or, as in this case, to one’s self. The betrayal of 
this self by the body is the horror that splits their lives into a before and 
an after, an outside and an inside. As Matt puts it, “That’s like trying 
to compare my insides to everyone else’s outside. It never works. The 
way I feel on the inside has always been different from the way I look 
on the outside.” This inside/outside metaphor represents Matt’s sense 
that his body image, his interior sense of his gendered self, matched 
neither the outside of his body nor the outsider’s view of his material 
body. 

Accepting the notion that the body could betray the /means privi- 
leging the subjectivity of these men and depathologizing their agnosia. 
These are not women with mental problems, in denial about their 
female bodies. They are, instead, men whose bodies have erupted in a 
vicious mutiny against them. They are not engaging in an irrational 
project meant to change them from women to men. They are restoring 
a trusting, loyal, and faithful relationship of representation between 
self and body. At the least, they hope to return to the minimal discom- 
fort of their youth. If they are lucky, they will produce a new level of 
harmony between their minds and their bodies. 
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Legitimating Transition: Located in the Body 
and Different from Girls 


When I ask how or if their adolescent experiences were different from 
those of the girls around them, several respond that they do not know 
because they were mortified at the thought of discussing the issue with 
girls or their mothers. Many think their feelings were extreme versions 
of a girl’s reaction to her development, while others say there was a 
qualitative difference between their discomfort and a girl’s excitement. 
Matthew, a gay, suburban parent of an adolescent girl, claims a quali- 
tative difference. 


I’m watching her go through puberty and I’m coming to understand 
how a girl hitting puberty, that this is a wonderful, exciting thing, and | 
wasn’t horrified by it, but | certainly wasn’t thinking it was a wonderful 


kind of thing. Inconvenient. 


Despite their claims that their experiences were different, in quality or 
severity, their descriptions of this time share some commonalities with 
girls. In Blood Stories: Menarche and the Politics of the Female Body in 
Contemporary U.S. Society, Janet Lee and Jennifer Sasser-Coen suggest 
that girls are ambivalent about their periods. Expectation and excite- 
ment are joined with great shame and fear. However, the transsexual 
men had none of the thrill of becoming women reported by the girls 
in Blood Stories. They took no pleasure from this event and report that 
their responses were uniformly negative. Their experiences of betrayal 
by their bodies, however, were echoed in the narratives of the “normal” 
girls. This commonality was something I asked the men about directly. 
If distress at menstruation was a sign of being a transsexual, how do 
they explain this experience among “normal” girls? How do they ex- 
plain what seemed like a commonality between themselves and ado- 
lescent girls? They insist that their experiences were uniquely awful, 
not at all ambivalent or tempered by positive emotions. 

Because these FIM experiences are framed retrospectively, many 
years after the experience itself, it is impossible to validate these claims 
of difference. We cannot, in any empirical sense, definitively confirm 
or deny these claims of difference. We can suggest, however, that the 
claims of difference between the FTMs and the girls are meaningful 
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claims that do important identity work. These difference claims are a 
significant way of legitimating their transitions and a valuable way of 
making sense of their lives. Though these differences may not be em- 
pirically confirmed or denied, they are experienced, and told, as real. 
As with the comparisons that the FTMs draw between themselves and 
lesbian women, their focus on difference legitimates their identities as 
transsexual men. 

Lee and Sasser-Coen’s findings provide a useful point of compari- 
son for assessing the shared experiences as well as some differences 
between FTMs and girls. The girls in Lee and Sasser-Coen’s study felt 
shame and embarrassment about their periods. They represent them- 
selves linguistically as split subjects through impersonal pronouns and 
other grammatical forms of non-ownership. Lee and Sasser-Coen sug- 
gest that girls use language that splits off and personifies their menses. 
Impersonal pronouns designate that something was “happening ‘to’ 
them, as something outside of themselves, rather than something that 
was a part ‘of’ them” (Lee and Sasser-Coen 1996, 94). The FTMs also 
indicate a fragmented or split self by using language of non-ownership 
about their bodies. The FTMs and the girls were at risk of a loss of self 
around the time of their first menstruation. Both have a language for 
maintaining their selves while their bodies betray them. 

The similarities stop there. While the girls developed solidarity 
with each other, the FT'Ms became isolated. An additional difference 
between the FTMs’ reports and the girls’ is the focal point of their 
embodied alienation: FTMs resist becoming women, but the girls re- 
sist becoming a certain type of woman. Girls and women are sexual- 
ized and objectified in this culture, especially at puberty. Menarche “is 
a site where individual girls produce themselves as women and gender 
relations are perpetuated” (Lee and Sasser-Coen 1996, 36). Their en- 
trance into adult female status comes with concomitant pressures that 
some girls anticipate and resent. The girls’ alienation is a result of so- 
cial relations of objectification and sexualization, but FTMs do not 
want to be or cannot be women even if their bodies are accorded the 
respect and dignity deserved by every woman. Their discomfort stems, 
not from the type of women our society demands female bodies to be, 
but from being a female body at all. 
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In the following story about menstruation, Julian points out this 
different locus of their alienation. 


| was in a graduate seminar on “Men and Masculinity” and we read an 
article about a boy who was morphologically male and didn’t know 
that he was intersexed until puberty at which time he began to men- 
struate through his penis. | just remember the men in the class were 
absolutely mortified. “Oh, that must’ve been the most humiliating 
thing.” They really just felt like it was something really tragic and hor- 
rible. Like they wanted to feel this boy’s pain. | just remembered thinking 
that’s exactly how | experienced it. At first | was really just pissed; it’s 
kinda like if a man gets raped that really humiliating, but if a woman 
gets raped, it’s kinda bad, but... not as bad as... Maybe it’s bad if 
you're a girl, but if you’re a boy, it’s like, how tragic! But that’s how | 
experienced it. How these men expressed they imagined this boy must 


feel. | certainly experienced it that way. 


This story illustrates the different locus of Julian’s alienation. It distin- 
guishes his alienating experiences from how a girl might feel betrayed 
by her menses. He disidentifies from girls by establishing his likeness 
to the intersexual boy in the story who began to menstruate through 
his penis. For the intersexed boy and for Julian, menstruation was sur- 
prising, tragic, and humiliating—not for lack of information or the 
shame of being sexualized and objectified, but because it signified that 
they both had an anomalous bodily condition. 

The responses of the men in the class demonstrate that men hold 
a double standard about menstruation, like they do about rape. Though 
he wants to acknowledge this double standard, it also serves to mark 
Julian’s difference from women. He felt the same horror at menstrua- 
tion as did the men in the class and the intersexual boy, and this simi- 
larity helps to establish his male identity. Where teenage girls may want 
to escape the sexualizing and objectifying demands of hegemonic wom- 
anhood, these men wanted to escape their female bodies altogether. 

In light of the history of the emergence of a discrete FTM identity, 
a story like Julian’s illustrates the importance of bodies, especially 
intersexed bodies, for establishing an FT'M’s differences from girls and 
his likeness to boys or men. The logic of treatment for gender inverts, 
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from 1940 until 1970, required a physiological reason to inter- 
vene. Female-bodied, male-identified patients could, by positioning 
themselves as a type of intersexual, convince doctors to confirm, or 
“change,” their sex. The intersexual body, the anomalous body, is a 
treatable body. 

Claims of difference from female bodies and claims of similarity 
to intersexed bodies legitimate the body modifications that seem irra- 
tional to others. Whether or not the guys in this study really had dif- 
ferent responses to their female puberty than girls is, in the end, not at 
issue. There are some similarities and some differences. What is im- 
portant is that these transmen are compelled to make these claims. 
They choose to focus on the differences in order to explain the “uni- 
dentifiable feelings of dis-ease” to themselves. They feel an existential 
need to make them, and feel that these claims reflect their experienced 
reality. 


